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Women and Imprisonment in the u.s. 

History and Current Reality 

by Nancy Kurshan 

They call us bandits, yet every time most Black people pick up our paychecks, we are 
being robbed. Every time we walk into a store in our neighborhood, we are being held up. 
And every time we pay our rent, the landlord sticks a gun into our ribs. 

Assata Shakur, 1972 

These people in this judicial system, their concern is not for justice, as they claim. That is 
what they come in disguise of, to strip people of everything. When I say strip. I mean rob, 
murder, exploit, intimidate, harass, persecute, everything to destroy the mind and body. 
They seek to take a person and make a complete vegetable of them. 

Ruchell Cinque Magee. 1974 

Prisons serve the same purpose for women as they do for men; they are instruments of social control. 
However, the imprisonment of women, as well as all the other aspects of our lives, takes place against 
a backdrop of patriarchal relationships. We refer here to Gerda Lemers definition of patriarchy: "the 
manifestation and institutionalization of male dominance over women and children in the family and 
the extension of male dominance over women in society in general. It implies that men hold power in 
all the important institutions of society and that women are deprived of access to such power." 1 
Therefore the imprisonment of women in the U.S. has always been a different phenomenon than that 
for men; the proportion of women in prison has always differed from that of men; women have 
tradiuonally been sent to prison for different reasons; and once in prison, they endure different 
conditions of incarceration. Women's "crimes" have often had a sexual definition and been rooted in 
the patriarchal double standard. Furthermore, the nature of women's imprisonment reflects the position 
of women in society. 

In an effort to examine these issues further, this essay explores how prisons have historically served to 
enforce and reinforce women's traditional roles, to foster dependency and passivity, bearing in mind 
that it u not just incarcerated women who are affected. Rather, the social stigma and conditions of 
incarceration serve u a warning to women to stay within the "proper female sphere." Needless to say 
this warning is not issued equally to women of all nationalities and classes. For this reason, our 
analysis will also take into account the centrality of race in determining female prison populations, 
both in the North and the South and pre- and post-Civil War. We believe that white supremacy alters 
the way that gender impacts on white women and women of color. The final avenue of exploration of 
this chapter will thus concern the relationship between race and women's imprisonment. We will 
attempt to show that the history of the imprisonment of women is consistent with Audre Lorde's 
comment that in "a patriarchal power system where white skin privilege is a major prop, the 
entrapments used to neutralize Black women and white women are not the same. "2 

As long as there has been crime and punishment, patriarchal and gender-based realities and assumption 
have been central determinants of the response of society to women "offenders." In the late Middle 
Ages, reports reveal differential treatment of men and women. A woman might commonly be able to 
receive lenient punishment if she were to "plead her belly," that is, a pregnant woman could plead 
leniency on the basis of her pregnancy.3 On the other hand, women were burned at the stake for 
adultery or murdering a spouse, while men would most often not be punished for such actions Such 
differential treatment reflected ideological assumptions as well as women's subordinate positions 
within the family, church, and other aspects of society. Although systematic imprisonment arose with 
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